The dominant position on research methodology and methods among British sociologists has for many years been that of 'methodological pluralism'. However, concerns have lately been expressed about the lack of research involving quantitative methods, not least by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC). A study of the four mainstream British journals over two years, together with associated sources, demonstrates national patterns of research methods used in published work, the topics tackled and variations between authors in the methods chosen. The findings suggest empirical support for the concerns recently expressed by the ESRC, and an argument, not for less qualitative research, but for more quantitative research.
Introduction
urrent British writing about sociological research methods is no longer characterised by 'intolerance, indeed bigotry' toward rival styles (Bulmer, 1977: x) . Many sociologists (including the present authors) subscribe, at least in principle, to 'methodological pluralism' -a tolerance of a variety of methods in sociological research, because methods should be seen as part of the research process as a whole. This tolerance even extends to either side of the dubious dichotomy between 'quantitative' and 'qualitative' methods, a dichotomy that remains useful as a shorthand description (as used in this Note), but which is ultimately unsustainable and a poor basis for serious debate about approaches to method (Bryman, 1998 ).
The Methodological Pluralism Debate
As reactions posted on the 'Heads of Departments of Sociology' bulletin board in 2000 showed (HoDS, 2000) , ESRC proposals for new requirements in postgraduate training were widely interpreted by the sociology profession in Britain as an attempt to enforce a shift towards quantitative methods. Considerable concern was expressed at ESRC statements about employer needs, quasi-experimental methods and evidence-based policy, analysis of the 2001 Census and longitudinal studies, and a skills capital deficit among postgraduates and established professionals alike. Although the third edition of the Postgraduate Training Guidelines, which followed the consultation, adopted a balance between quantitative and other methods (ESRC, 2001 : sections C and D), the explicit call for 'principles of descriptive and inferential statistics and bi-and multi-variable analysis' (ESRC, 2001 : para. C.5) was taken by some to be further evidence of an unwelcome dirigiste preference for quantification. Again, although not exclusively dealing with quantitative methods, the Research Resources Board's draft Strategy for Underpinning Social Science Research offered little comfort for such anxieties: … priority is being given to resources for quantitative methods, training in research skills, data access and analysis. … Specific targets are … improved capacity for quantitative social science research. (ESRC, 2000: paras 22-3) This initiative and the reaction to it are part of continuing debate over social science epistemology in general, and sociological methodology in particular. It is impossible to do justice to that debate's complexity in a brief Note. However, that does not imply the debate is insignificant or no longer active, as for instance illustrated by Oakley's (1998) revisionist account of feminist research, one of the areas of keenest debate and strongest antipathy towards quantitative methods.
However, despite continuing specialist debates over the anti-quantitative and anti-positivist methodological positions emerging from perspectives like ethnomethodology, hermeneutics and post-modernist cultural studies, an expanding discipline generally provided sufficient space for proponents of one methodology to work around those who espoused a rival position. Sociologists were largely able to subscribe to the view that, provided they themselves were not forced into research using methods that they personally found uncongenial, there was no absolute reason to prevent others from using alternative methods. Nobody asked whether sociological production as a whole could be characterized as methodologically pluralist.
Methods
To explore these issues, and in particular ESRC's anxieties about a dearth of quantitative research, we have followed the tradition of documentary analysis of published sources produced by the discipline as a means of gaining a picture of the discipline. In selecting two years' output in four well-regarded 'mainstream', or general, British sociological journals, together with the papers presented at a British Sociological Association Annual Conference, and one more specialized but fairly broad-ranging journal, a claim could be made to have covered an important part of the sociological production for the years in question. Because it addressed the publications per se, and was not directly concerned with investigating the processes or power relationships that lie behind academic production, this research could be completed quickly and cheaply. Not all authors included in the analysis were based in the UK, but presumably the editorial boards and conference organizers, in selecting papers from overseas, deemed them to be of immediate interest to sociologists based in Britain.
Of course, this is only a sample of all sociological production: in particular we have looked at a single time period, and even then not included books, or specialist journals. Nor does this Note extend to overseas publications, departmental working paper series, or the other work of sociologists who did not publish at all during the two years in question. Sociology, like any other academic discipline, is manifested in the persons of its practitioners and in its teaching, as well as its artefacts. It follows that research on a sub-set of its artefacts -the journal and conference papers -while providing a fairly extensive and valid indication of that manifestation, should not, and indeed does not, claim to cover every aspect of the discipline.
Two special cases of this are worth mentioning. One of the reviewers of an earlier version of this Note suggested that some quantitative researchers did not send their work to the mainstream journals because of a perception that editorial boards were biased against quantitative research. Instead, they publish in non-British and 'specialist stratification' journals. In an admittedly cursory check, we could find only a few isolated examples of British-based quantitative contributors in these other journals, mainly in the field of social stratification and mobility. This empirical finding, together with the present authors' decade of fairly recent experience as members of editorial boards, does not support the reviewer's supposition. We can remember no occasion of encountering such bias. However, if a small number of sociologists do perceive there to be a bias, this might indeed reduce the representation of quantitative work in our dataset, although Sutton (1997) claims a similar bias against qualitative work! The reviewer is certainly correct that another study, examining the gate-keeping dynamics of editorial boards and their reviewers, would be desirable.
Second, a great deal of what would once have been called sociology is now subsumed under the generic category of 'social research'. To a great extent, this is conducted outside of the academy (Williams, 2000) . However, if the mainstream journals and the annual conference of its sole learned society did not reflect the contemporary priorities and standards of the discipline, it would indeed be a very strange world. It is of course open to other sociologists, perhaps concerned with other segments of sociological production, to produce evidence to show if the patterns identified here are restricted exclusively to mainstream journals and conferences.
Three sources of data were analysed. The first consisted of all 244 full-scale papers in the issues of four leading general sociology journals published in Britain during the years 1999 and 2000: Sociology, British Journal of Sociology (BJS), Sociological Review and Sociological Research Online (SRO). The second source was the 102 papers in electronic format from the main sociology conference of the year, the British Sociological Association's Annual Conference in 2000. The third source was 49 articles in one additional, somewhat more specialized, leading journal produced by the British Sociological Association: Work, Employment and Society (WES). Each of the three sources was examined separately but using the same system of classification. Each paper was coded by topic (using a slightly collapsed version of the BSA 'members' interests' list); research method or conceptual 'approach'; and the gender, institutional location and seniority of the authors. This was to enable us not only to describe the content of current sociology in terms of its main fields as published, but also to identify differences in which kinds of sociologists are working in what ways. However, full information was not available in all cases: Sociological Review, for instance, provides less authorship information, while we also adopted a cautious approach in coding papers authored from non-UK institutions, in the light of our relative lack of expertise in this respect.
The consistency of classification was checked by a cross re-coding of a small unmarked sub-sample by each of the three researchers, which showed an almost 100% level of agreement. The data from the first group of four journals provide the main element of this Note, but the patterns reported for these are essentially the same for the other two sources in most respects, once allowance was made for differences in the generality or specificity of topics between the three sources. The BSA Annual Conference and WES data are therefore mainly presented as an elaboration and confirmation of the main findings, even though each is important in its own right. As the documents being used had already been published in the public domain, and there was to be no listing of names or identification of any persons, we saw no need as part of the ethical approval to gain individual agreement from authors for the inclusion of their papers in the data-sets.
The sample makes it possible to produce simple analyses at the level of the whole of each data-set, but cannot sustain extensive or detailed elaboration analyses of sub-fields. For example, it is not possible to say with confidence which methods are being used to research, say, minority ethnic groups by female sociologists in senior posts in new universities. As we also wished to ensure accessibility for a wide readership, this Note presents the results mainly in the form of straightforward cross-tabulations.
Contemporary British Sociology:The Specialist Areas
The topics covered by the mainstream journals demonstrate a continued wide range of sociological interest. Table 1 shows the ten most popular fields of research, in rank order for all those with more than four percent of the total, plus the data from the BSA Conference.
'Social Stratification' continues to be the dominant field in the journals, but less so than might have been expected in the past. Conversely, we were surprised to see the strong showing of 'Education'. 'Gender' is almost certainly under-represented here, partly because, like 'Health', 'Race and Ethnicity' and 'Cultural Studies', these areas have several strong specialist journals of their own, in which some of their practitioners may prefer to publish. Also, on this evidence, it forms a component of many other topics (not least 'family and household'). Gender now seems to be seen less as a topic in its own right, having been incorporated into standard sociological thinking and analysis.
There are some variations between the four journals (which may be of interest to potential authors!). Sociology tends to carry more on education and community/housing issues, whereas Sociological Review shows less interest in social stratification and more on family and household, cultural studies and education. BJS is much more concerned with stratification, and to a lesser extent with criminology and law, but publishes less on Research Methods than the other journals. SRO has greater methods coverage, slightly more on gender, and less on education. Most of these differences are, however, fairly small, being based on splitting the 244 cases across four journals and 15 areas.
It is worth noting the range of topics covered by WES (not included in Table 1 ). Despite its stated focus on work and employment, many of its articles connect these to the kinds of topic area shown in Table 1 . More than half its contents could be classified as 'stratification', while among the remainder, family and household, gender, and social change and technology showed strongly. As one might expect, there was little on education, health, crime or religion. It was, on the other hand, striking that no article during the two years in question had race and ethnicity as a major focus.
Contemporary British Sociology: Social Research Methods
As well as considering what British sociologists were writing about, we were also interested in how they sought to substantiate their claims to privileged knowledge. What forms of evidence and argument did they employ in their writing? What was the balance between empirical and theoretical work, and which research methods were being applied?
Just over one-third of the mainstream journal articles (37.7%) were nonempirical; i.e. dealing entirely with sociological theory or conceptual matters with no reference to empirical data. About the same proportion reported primary empirical data (either qualitative or quantitative); i.e. new evidence per- sonally collected by the authors or their research teams, although some also included secondary data. The remainder used secondary analysis of data collected by other researchers, most frequently 'official statistics'. Table 2 , which includes the results for the BSA Conference and WES, shows the extent of methodical pluralism when we categorize articles by 'methods used. Clearly, qualitative methods are in the ascendancy, with approaching half of all papers using this approach, if we combine 'qualitative' papers with those using both qualitative and quantitative ('Mixed Q. & Q.'). By the same token, if we combine 'mixed' with quantitative, the highest proportion that such methods can claim -apart from the WES data -is barely one-fifth. There is little to choose between the mainstream journals, except that Sociological Review carried only two fully quantitative papers in two years, while SRO ran a few more such pieces than the other two journals.
However, it should be stressed that we consciously adopted a policy of including anything the least bit quantitative under that heading. Because it was anticipated that there would only be a minority of quantitative papers, this meant that any bias thus introduced would be against the hypothesized outcome. In this context, 'quantitative' includes papers using only basic frequency counts: in other words, simple counts of single variables such as rates of unemployment, or class distributions, or age data (we found no cases of genuine triangulation). The next step is therefore to distinguish between such univariate accounts; those papers using bivariate analysis (typically two-way cross-tabulation); and those using more complex methods, such as multivariate statistical analyses. Table 3 shows the results.
On this stricter criterion, only about one in ten papers in the mainstream journals used quantitative methods at the bi-or multivariate level. The majority of the articles using multivariate analysis were in the BJS: there were none in Sociological Review. The Conference papers contain virtually no systematic quantitative analysis, and only in WES do papers using multivariate analysis comprise a substantial part of the output -40 percent. On the evidence of output examined here, one would have to conclude that British sociology was very strongly oriented away from quantitative methods. Indeed, even this may be under-statement. Among the 27 papers using bivariate or multivariate methods in the mainstream journals, 13 (i.e. almost half) were authored by sociologists based outside the UK. Of the 231 papers for which authorship data were available, only 6 (2.6%) involved bivariate analysis and were written by sociologists at British universities, and only 8 (3.5%) involved multivariable techniques. There was only one such paper in the conference data-set, while the apparently strong showing of WES is reduced from 40 percent overall to 13 percent (i.e. 6 papers in two years) for UK-based authors using bi-or multivariate methods. This can hardly be described as methodological pluralism.
Who Does What?
With such small numbers, there is little to be gained from exploring what kinds of sociologists do highly quantitative research. This is, however, an important question. If style of research is associated with, say, gender, or with lower status groups, that is in itself important. Thus if it is the 'new universities' (with their lower funding and poorer facilities for research) that are associated with quantitative methods, or if junior staff (i.e. the coming generation of younger and more recently trained sociologists) tend not to be doing quantitative research, the prospects for the future look less promising than if there is no difference in ages, or both 'new' and 'old' universities are carrying the quantitative torch.
If we return to the broad distinction between qualitative and quantitative approaches used in Table 2 , it is possible to give a brief impression of what is happening. Because male authors outnumber females by just under two to one, it is their propensities that dominate the overall pattern. Just under half of all articles from men were 'non-empirical' compared with just over one-sixth from women. The proportions using quantitative methods (by whichever definition) were, however, only very slightly higher among men. In contrast, the style of choice for women's papers was empirically-based qualitative research, used by almost 6 in 10 female authors. The only exception to this was that papers jointly authored by men and women were rarely non-empirical and more likely to be 'seriously' quantitative.
Authors in the 'new universities' are slightly more likely to present nonempirical papers, and also slightly more likely to use qualitative methods (but the numbers here are very small). As we have just seen, such a preference for non-empirical output is associated with male authors, whereas a preference for qualitative methods is associated with female authorship. It is therefore not possible to attribute the differences between old and new university outputs to the gender balance of their (publishing) staff. The absence of substantial differences between the two types of institution suggests that the practitioners of quantita-tive research are not concentrated in either higher or lower status universities. It follows that methodological style per se has neither positive nor negative status connotations arising from institutional locations.
The same question may be asked of the seniority of staff practising each methodological style. Table 4 shows the results of an analysis of the seniority of contributors to the journals and methods used. Both junior and senior staff are more likely to use qualitative rather than quantitative methods, though junior staff are twice as likely to use the former method than their senior colleagues. When jointly written articles had one junior and one senior collaborator there was also a much stronger tendency to use qualitative methods. Senior staff are much more likely to write articles that do not depend on empirical data. The non-academic group was very small, but the quantitative/qualitative theoretical split was fairly even.
What are we to make of this, particularly in terms of future use of methods? First, there must be some concern at the apparent rejection of quantitative methods by many junior members of the profession. It is perhaps to be expected that non-empirical work is more associated with seniority and the attendant opportunity (and sometimes experience) necessary for methodological and theoretical reflection, but what is rather curious is the shift to qualitative methods when junior and senior staff work together, though here numbers are too small to support any useful speculation.
Conclusion
Only about one in 20 of published papers in the mainstream journals uses quantitative analysis, ranging from simple cross-tabulations to multivariate techniques. This is not grounds for an argument that there should be less qualitative research, but rather that there should be more quantitative research. The findings are clear evidence that there is no genuine plurality of methods in the research output of the mainstream journals. It is not possible to tell from the information available whether the low level of published quantitative research is due to a lack of capacity to carry it out, or a lack of motivation to do it, or even the mis-perception of a small group of quantitative sociologists about editorial bias. There certainly is a case for more research into these possibilities. We would nonetheless speculate that the lack of quantitative studies in the journals is largely reflected in sociological production as a whole. This is problematic, not because one method is superior to another but because there is a real prospect of sociology locking itself out of wide areas of research problems -and hence out of research funding, employment for our junior colleagues, and the prospect of bringing sociological insights to bear on public issues -because of our non-involvement in the necessary quantitative analysis. The number of sociological and public issue topics that need to be quantitatively and qualitatively researched shows no sign of declining, but confidence in our capacity to respond to that challenge, in the way that the ESRC has indicated, cannot be high.
